The work discusses the operation of the
Introduction
Environmental protection in the 21st century is more than a need -it is a must. Europe's rapid economic growth, global climate changes and dramatically high rates of extinction of plant and animal species pose a threat to nature across the entire European continent (Głowaciński 1997 (Głowaciński , 2002 Kaźmierczakowa & Zarzycki 2001; Radziejowski 2001; Mirek et al. 2006; Piękoś-Mirkowa & Mirek 2006) . The declining condition of the natural environment is best evidenced in statistical data gathered by the European Environment Agency (EEA) which show a 5% growth in man-made landscapes in the 1990s. An area of approx. 8,000 km 2 was covered with concrete over just 10 years. Within the European Union, ca. 1,500 ha of land is lost to nature each day because of infrastructure development and urban growth. The total length of motorways in Europe increased by almost 15,000 km (41% of the total figure) by 2003, with an estimated future increase of 12,000 km in new EU Member States (European Commission 2009a). These developments markedly diminish the chance to halt the loss of biodiversity across Europe. At present, 15-23% of mammals, amphibians and reptiles inhabiting the European Union are threatened with extinction, while 64 spe-DOI: 10.2478/v10090-011-0030-7 cies of European endemic plants have died out in nature in recent years (European Commission 2010) (Table 1) .
In the face of such dramatic changes in the natural environment, Europe responded by establishing the Natura 2000 European Ecological Network. The Programme gives all 27 Member States an opportunity to cooperate with a view to protecting the most precious species of wild flora and fauna and valuable habitats across the entire EU, regardless of national borders. Natura 2000 represents the EU's pledge to contribute to global biodiversity conservation according to requirements laid down in the international "Convention on Biological Diversity" of 1992 (unpublished text). Natura 2000 plays an important role in the process of implementing the obligation "to halt the loss of biodiversity by the end of 2010" adopted by EU Member States at the EU Summit in Gothenburg ("2010 Biodiversi- The aim of natural resources conservation is to preserve environmentally valuable areas which are used for economic development and identify actions which should be taken to maintain their biological diversity. The Natura 2000 network does not require environmentally vulnerable regions to be left without any business activity and economic growth. The main assumption of the programme is to define a set of conditions governing human activities which will promote the coexistence of economic development and preservation of European biodiversity. The Natura 2000 programme supports the principle of sustainable development (European Commission 2009b , 2010 .
The work seeks provide insights into the operation of the "Natura 2000" European Ecological Network in aspects related to sustainable development, i.e. taking into account economic ventures and planned business projects which are compatible with the idea of rational management of natural resources. Natura 2000 sites are integral elements of cultural landscapes. Consequently, while maintaining traditional land management methods used in a given area, it is also essential to protect endangered plant and animal species and valuable habitats. By protecting invaluable natural resources, which are our shared European heritage, we can preserve Europe's unique biodiversity for future generations.
Operation of the Natura 2000 European Ecological Network
Natura 2000 European Ecological Network represents a system of protection of endangered components of biological diversity across the European continent. It comprises Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and Special Protection Areas (SPAs) established and operating on the basis of two Directives: the Habitats Directive (Directive 92/43/EEC on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora) and the Birds Directive (Directive 79/409/EEC on Wild Birds) (ec.europa.eu/environment/nature). The EU's common environmental conservation system is to encompass at least 15% of the land area of EU Member States. European legislation defines standards for the protection of nature across the entire European Union by means of incorporation into legal systems of two executive acts listed below: Directive 92/43/EEC on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora (Habitats Directive) adopted on 21 May 1992 (last amended by Council Decision 97/62/EEC).
The Habitats Directive defines legal regulations which act as a basis for the operation of Natura 2000 sites (Dyduch-Falniowska et al. 2001; Mróz & Perzanowska 2001) . The Directive has six Annexes (ec.europa.eu/environment/ nature; natura2000.gdos.gov.pl):
I -List of 221 natural habitat types of Community interest whose conservation requires the designation of Spe- V -Proposed subjects of research and work to increase the effectiveness of bird protection.
The main purpose of both environmental conservation directives is to establish a Europe-wide ecological network of protected areas, called Natura 2000 (Ostermann 1998; Baranowski 2003; Zając 2003; Baranowski & Makomaska-Juchiewicz 2004; Jackson et al. 2004 ; Qualification Criteria for Special Protection Areas 2004). Natura 2000 seeks to protect biodiversity by conserving rare and threatened plant and animal species, and valuable or endangered types of natural habitats, across Europe, within the limits of nine biogeographical regions: Alpine, Atlantic, Black Sea, Boreal, Continental, Macaronesian, Mediterranean, Pannonian and Steppic (European Communities 2009b) . Natura 2000 comprises around 25,000 sites set up to ensure the survival of valuable natural heritage, which makes it the largest system of nature conservation areas worldwide (Tables 2 and 3 In Poland, the updated reference list of natural habitats and plant/animal species which are threatened with extinction across Europe concerns two biogeographical regions: Continental (96% of Poland's total area) and Alpine (4% of the area) (natura2000.gdos.gov.pl). The Natura 2000 * % of SPA terrestrial area compared to MS terrestrial area. ** The area and % of territory corresponds to the area of Cyprus where the Community acquis applies at present, according to protocol 10 of the Accession Treaty of Cyprus. *** Several marine sites, but no information on marine areas provided in the database. **** No surface areas provided in the Romanian database.
[13] (Table 3) .
By 13 The latest version of the reference list for Poland (24-26 March 2010) comprises 81 types of valuable natural habitats, including 6 designated separately in the Alpine region, 41 in the Continental region and 34 designated for both regions jointly. Out of 81 types of valuable natural habitats, 9 have a priority status in the Continental region and 9 are designated jointly for both regions, which gives a total of 18 types of valuable habitats with a priority status (Bilateral Biogeographical Seminar, Poland, Alpine and Continental regions 2010). The priority status of habitats and plant/animal species means that, unless successfully protected against extinction across the European continent, they will become extinct globally.
According reporting to the Director of the General Directorate for Environmental Protection. Directors of Regional Directorates for Environmental Protection submit a complete set of information on actions undertaken for the conservation of habitats and species, protection measures and assessment of their impact on the condition of protected areas. The information is submitted on a six-year basis for habitat sites (SACs) and on a three-year basis for bird sites (SPAs) (Pawlaczyk & Jermaczek 2004) .
The establishment of the Natura 2000 European Ecological Network in Poland does not aim to replace or substitute legal categories for the conservation of nature which are already in place in Poland. Natura 2000 sites as a new form of environmental protection can operate both within existing nature conservation schemes, for example in national parks, landscape parks, nature reserves and protected landscape areas, and in regions used for economic purposes and previously excluded from environmental protection (Symonides 2008) . "Natura 2000" ecological network in the aspect of sustainable development
Natura 200 European Ecological Network in the context of sustainable development
The concept of "sustainable development", understood as a process that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs, was outlined in the report entitled "Our Common Future", prepared by the UN's World Commission on Environment and Development in 1987. Sustainable development is only possible if natural resources are managed properly and environmental needs are addressed. It is a strategy of actions based on consciously balanced relations between economic growth and environmental protection, sensible management of natural resources and human health and social development. Sustainable development refers to economic growth which rests on political, economic and social activities that are closely integrated with environmental equilibrium and stability of basic processes occurring in nature, as well as natural biodiversity at the level of landscapes, ecosystems, species and genes (European Commission 2009b , 2010 . It represents conscious management which takes into consideration the results of comprehensive assessment of natural assets and the value of environmental resources. Natura 2000 is a programme which relies on harmonious coexistence of humans and nature as biotic elements of the natural environment, not humans understood as consumers.
Operation of the European Ecological Network in Poland and in the EU Member States is not tantamount to a ban on the use of natural elements and resources. However, it imposes a range of obligations which, on the one hand, result in a number of restrictions for planned business projects and, on the other hand, give broad possibilities for the use of EU funds for projects related to environmental resources in Natura 2000 sites. Therefore, environmental awareness of how the impact of a planned venture on Natura 2000 sites should be assessed, and how results of wildlife inventory should be used as a basis for spatial planning in a given area, is an issue of great importance (European Communities 2002) .
The most important instruments available for the achievement of goals of the Natura 2000 European Ecological Network are environmental impact assessments and habitat management plans supporting conservation of natural habitats and species for which valuable nature sites are created. The Habitats Directive includes regulations which form the foundation of Nature 2000 sites in the context of guidance set out in the European Commission's interpretative document "Managing Natura 2000 sites: The Provisions of Article 6 (3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive 92/42/CEE" (referenced in documents as MN2000) (Fig.  1) . Under these provisions, any plan or project which is likely to significantly affect a Natura 2000 site should be subject to appropriate impact assessment. Competent authorities agree to the implementation of the plan or project only after having determined that it will not have an adverse effect on the integrity of the Natura 2000 site concerned (Habitats Directive, Art. 6 (3)). If, despite negative assessment of its effects on the site and in the absence of any alternative solutions, a plan or a project must be implemented for imperative reasons of overriding public interest, the Member State concerned will be required to carry out all compensatory measures necessary to protect an overall coherence of the Natura 2000 network (Habitats Directive, Art. 6 (4)) (Fig. 1) . It should also be noted that the Habitats Directive does not spell out any detailed measures for the protection of particular habitats and species. Instead, it contains a provision calling for the preservation of their "favourable conservation status". Under the Habitats Directive, the concept of favourable conservation status of a natural habitat should be interpreted as a state in which "its natural range and areas it covers within that range are stable or increasing and the specific structure and functions which are necessary for its long-term maintenance exist and are likely to continue to exist for the foreseeable future" (Pawlaczyk & Jermaczek 2004) . a necessary prerequisite for favourable conservation status of a habitat is also preservation of favourable conservation status of species which are specific to that habitat. The conservation status of a species can be regarded as favourable if "population dynamics data on the species concerned indicate that it is maintaining itself on a long-term basis as a viable component of its natural habitat, the natural range of the species is neither being reduced nor is likely to be reduced for the foreseeable future, and there is, and will probably continue to be, a sufficiently large habitat to maintain its populations on a long-term basis" (Pawlaczyk & Jermaczek 2004) .
Each Member State is obliged to plan and implement, within the Natura 2000 network, appropriate protective measures which ensure effective conservation of natural habitats and species through maintaining them in favourable conservation status. Consequently, if protected habitats and plant/animal species within a designated Natura 2000 site enjoy favourable conservation status and are not endangered in any way, no changes are required to the way the site has been used for economic purposes to date. However, if economic activities carried out in a Natura 2000 site have an adverse effect on the favourable conservation status of the site's habitat or species, the Natura 2000 conservation programme should promote adjustments of the economic activities to meet conservation needs and prevent any activities which might "cause significant deterioration of the status of natural habitats (…) and have an adverse impact on species" (Art. 33 of the Act on the protection of nature). 
Sustainable development and environmental impact assessment
Habitat and Birds Directives are binding for all EU Member States, nevertheless each country is free to introduce within its own territory such legal instruments as it sees fit for proper implementation of guidelines included in both Directives (Fig. 1) (Chylarecki 2007; European Commission 2010) . In Poland, each planned project with potential, either direct or indirect, implications for the status of a Natura 2000 site, is subject to formal assessment of its environmental impact on the site, as laid down in the Act on the protection of nature (Journal of Laws 2006, no. 129, item 906) . Properly performed assessment procedure is a precondition for achieving sustainable development. Environmental impact assessment is a preventative nature conservation tool which, based on thorough consideration of different implementation options of specific projects combined with general opinion surveys, makes it possible to reject solutions that fail to comply with the principle of sustainable development (Fig. 1) . Environmental protection law, together with relevant regulations, specifies in detail how environmental impact assessment should be performed, what aspects should be included in the environmental impact statement and what types of projects must undergo assessment. Polish environmental protection law transposes Directive on Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) (Council Directive 85/337/ EEC, amended by Council Directive 97/11/EC), on the assessment of the effects of certain public and private projects on the environment, Directive on Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) (Council Directive 2001/42/ EC) on the assessment of the effects of certain plans and programmes on the environment (Official Journal L 197, 21.7.2001, p. 30) and requirements contained in the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora. Guidance and procedures of action included in Art. 6 of the Habitats Directive were prepared in compliance with general EIA procedures, which means assessment performed under Art. 6 of the Habitats Directive can be easily integrated with a complete EIA of a project or SEA of a plan (European Communities 2002) . This means that whenever projects or plans come within the scope of actions laid down in EIA or SEA Directives, assessment performed under Art. 6 can be a part of these assessments or, if a project is found to have a likely significant impact on a Natura 2000 site, it is necessary to carry out assessment in compliance with Art. 6 of the Habitats Directive and standard environmental impact assessment (EIA under Directives 85/337/EEC and 97/11/EC). Furthermore, considering actions to be taken as a part of assessment of impact on Natura 2000 sites, appropriate provisions of Art. 6 of Council Directive 92/43/EEC have been incorporated into the Act on the protection of nature.
Permission to implement the plan is granted following positive outcome of environmental impact assessment (Fig. 2) . In some cases, however, even negative EIA results do not exclude the planned project from implementation. Appropriate permits can be obtained if no alternative solutions are available and the project aims to serve the overriding public (social or economic) interest. Such cases call for maximum reduction of adverse implications of the planned project and, if this is not possible, compensation for adverse environmental impacts and preservation of the integrity of Natura 2000 sites (Habitats Directive, Art. 6(4)) (Fig. 2) .
Under Art. 6 of the Habitats Directive, requirements applicable to the assessment of impact of a region development plan or project on a Natura 2000 site incorporate a four-stage approach comprising screening, appropriate assessment, assessment of alternative solutions and assessment of compensatory measures (European Communities 2002).
Stage 1: Screening -a process which identifies the likely impacts of a project or plan on a Natura 2000 site and determines whether the expected implications are likely to be significant.
Stage 2: Impact assessment -an evaluation of impacts of the project or plan on the integrity of the Natura 2000 site with respect to the site's structure, function and conservation objectives. If any negative impacts are identified, potential mitigation measures are also assessed.
Stage 3: Assessment of alternative solutions -a process examining alternative variants of achieving objectives of the development plan or project which make it possible to avoid adverse impact on the integrity of the Natura 2000 site.
Stage 4: Assessment of compensatory measures -an assessment performed where no alternatives exist and where adverse effects on the Natura 2000 site remain, though in the light of imperative reasons of overriding public interest it is considered that the plan or project should proceed.
Results of analysis at each individual stage determine whether the next stage of the procedure can be initiated. If no adverse impact on the Natura 2000 site is identified at Stage 1, it is not necessary to continue with the next assessment stages. However, it should also be noted that assessment performed under the Habitats Directive should be governed by the "precautionary principle" which -in the event of uncertainty -assumes that priority treatment is given to Natura 2000 conservation objectives. In this case, Communication from the Commission on the precautionary principle (COM (2000)) specifies the need for an objective evaluation, with appropriate evidence, that there is no risk of significant impact on the Natura 2000 site (Stage 1: Screening), no adverse impact on the integrity of According to the precautionary principle, it is essential to carry out an objective evaluation of planned projects to determine their effect on the conservation status of habitats and plant/animal species of European importance. Evaluation can be performed using various natural area valuation indices which make it possible to objectively assess the value of natural assets in a given area (Lenart & Tyszecki 1998; Obidziński & Żelazo 2007; Łaska 2009 ).
Sustainable development and Natura 2000 sites in practice
There are many examples across Europe demonstrating in practice how Natura 2000 operates in compliance with the idea of sustainable development. If a Natura 2000 site is used for economic interests, it is vital to indicate such forms of human activity that promote the maintenance of the site's biological diversity (Rio de Janeiro Convention on Biological Diversity 1992). There are many wrong beliefs about how Natura 2000 operates, such as claims that the value of agricultural land or forests designated as Natura 2000 sites automatically decreases or that Natura 2000 sites hamper economic activity, ban hunting and infrastructure development, or that elements of everyday life are also subject to Environmental Impact Assessment. The facts are that many traditional cultivation methods can still be used in agricultural areas designated as Natura 2000 sites, since they conform to the conservation needs of habitats and species present within the sites. However, if existing economic utilization of the area has adverse implications for local species and habitats, adaptation measures can often be implemented without limiting the scope of production. Such types of economic activity as hunting, fishing, tourism and recreation can be continued within Natura 2000 sites in line with the sustainable development principle, provided that they do not have any negative impact on species and habitats, and do not disturb nature restoration processes. An important aspect here is the involvement of all stakeholders and their participation in decisions on long-term use of such areas (Wilamowska & Wiśniewska 2007; Engel 2008) . All parties can make a significant contribution to the success of Natura 2000 and conservation of biodiversity: land owners and users, enterprises, local authorities, environmental groups or individual people. In practice, this means close cooperation between all entities living or operating within the Natura 2000 site, based on the sustainable development principle, for the purpose of joint development of the most appropriate means of protecting habitats and species, while respecting social, economic and cultural features of the area. Open discussions involving all social groups concerned are helpful in working out an agreement on long-term protection and management of the Natura 2000 site. In addition, they promote the sense of contribution to the final success and help eliminate problems by applying practical solutions that promote sustainable development and are fully integrated with traditional economic uses of the land included in the Natura 2000 site. Sustainable development principle and effective conservation of natural resources are necessary components of sustainable social development across the entire European continent.
